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thE EVoLutIon of thE CIty buILdIng StruCturE of mErV  
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The paper deals with revealing the features of the planning structure of ancient Merv. It notes that 

a combination of the oval configuration of the circumferential wall of its chora and the almost square 
plan of gyaur-kala on a multi-scale scale reproduce the old planning scheme known in Margiana 
since the bronze age. The concept of Hellenism and its influence on Central asian urban planning 
are criticized. The Parthian period is characterized as a time of the active synthesis of the Iranian and 
greek traditions, which earlier, under the Seleucidsm existed rather in parallel. as a functional unit 
gyaur-kala was a solid spatial and communication framework of the city that had been functioning 
for about 12 centuries. This constancy is due to the preservation of the traditional social organization 
allowing a large settlement to survive political and military disasters. The example of Merv shows that 
dimensions of a city are directly proportional to its vitality. This is an effect of increasing the complexity  
of a system, not just scaling it.
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In early arsacid history, a particular role was played by the nomadic aparnoi (greek 

Ἄπαρνοι, Parthian *Aparna), part of the Dahan Confederacy (see Olbrycht 1998a; 1998b; 1999; 
2000). There are only two Classical authors who know of the aparnoi in Central asia, namely 
Strabo (11.7.1 C508, 11.9.2 C515), and Ptolemaios (Geogr. 6.10.2). another well-informed au-
thor, Justin, although he describes the beginnings of the arsacids, does not know the name 
of the aparnoi. In Iust. 41.1.10, the emended Apartani (as a variant of Apa[va]rtani, viz. the 
inhabitants of apavortene) seems to be the correct form, instead of the alleged Sparni, pro-
posed by an unlikely analogy to Strabo’s evidence in 11.7.1 C508 that in fact deals with the 
aparnoi (Wolski 1969: 206, n. 36). However, the recent editions of the Philippic Histories, in-
cluding that by O. Seel (1972), prefer the form Sparni (acc. Sparnos), attested to in one of the 
manuscript traditions, whereas other traditions offer Aparthanos and Hypartanos. alternatively, 
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this variant may be linked to the name of Sparioi or Parioi in Strab. 11.9.3 C515 (subdivision  
of the Dahai).

The aparnoi appeared as the most powerful tribe in the Dahan confederacy, claiming a lead-
ing position in the steppes to the north of Parthia and Hyrcania in the mid-3rd century bC. The no-
madic peoples of central Eurasia were often subdivided into several tribes. as a rule, a select tribe 
within a confederacy regarded itself as a privileged or royal group, claiming rule over other groups 
and clans. Thus, we know of the Royal Scythians (Hdt. 4.19–20) alongside the «Scythian nomads» 
and other dependent groups. Likewise, there were the Royal Sarmatians (Ptol. Geogr. 5.8.16) and 
the Royal Iazyges (Strab. 7.3.17; app. Mithr. 12.67.2). a similar internal division existed within 
the Dahan Confederacy that embraced the Xandioi (Xanthioi), aparnoi, and Sparioi/Parioi (Pis-
souroi?) (Strab. 11.9.3 C515; for further details see Harmatta 1970: 13; Olbrycht 1998b: 57–58).

by the middle of the 3rd century bC, the aparnoi gained a predominant position after the Dahan 
migration from Transoxania to the Trans-Caspian steppes. Their genuine role during the imperial 
arsacid era (from the 2nd century bC.) remains virtually unknown. It may be surmised that following 
the conquest of Parthia some clans of the aparnoi retained their identity and formed the chiefdom 
within the arsacid Empire. This process was perhaps similar to the political career of the Sakai in 
Sakastan, who settled there in the late 2nd century bC and retained political power as a kingdom until 
the 4th century aD. The Sasanian inscription of Shahpur I (ŠKZ), inscribed in the 3rd century aD, 
points to the aparnians’ significant political role and persistence during the arsacid age.

The ŠKZ inscription names a kingdom called Abrēnag (greek Ἀβρηναχ) located in Khorasan 
(Middle Persian’plynk [ŠKZ mpI 28]; Parthian ’prynk [ŠKZ paI 23]; greek Ἀβρηναχ [ŠKZ grI 55]). 
The king of Abrēnag named Sadāluf (Sadāraf?) had a high-ranking position among the rulers that 
were subordinate to the Sasanian King ardashir I, and is listed next to the king of Marw (Merv), 
the king of Kerman, and the king of the Sakai (back 1978: 349). The political context implies that 
his dominion encompassed Khorasan. Some scholars rightly identify Abrēnag as the land of the 
aparnoi in terms of etymology (Sprengling 1940: 352 f. [*Aparnia]; Eilers 1954: 373). In fact, the 
etymology of Abrēnag is the same as *Aparna — both terms go back to Old Iranian *uparainaka, 
meaning «upper», both literally and metaphorically; the latter sense pertained to the most distant 
locations (from a given point of view) (Huyse 1999: § 3.5 [II, 28–29]; back 1978: 186, no. 33 «oben 
befindlich, von oben, vom Hochgebirge her kommend, östlich». Eilers [1954: 373] cites New Per-
sian abar, «over, upper» [Middle Persian apar, Old Iranian upari]), hence the possible meaning 
«eastern» (or «northeastern») from a Persian perspective. a similar semantic principle appears 
in the Islamic period; early Islamic usage perceived lands lying to the east of western Persia, i. e. 
Djibāl or ‘Irāk ‘adjami, as Khorasan (Middle Persian Xwarāsān; Persian ناسارخ Xorāsān)».

The Sasanian ŠKZ inscription lists the land of Abaršahr as encompassing most of Khorasan 
(Middle Persian (MpI): ’pr štry; Parthian (paI 2): ’prhštr; greek (grI 4): τὰ ἀνωτάτω ἔθνη). Ph. 
Huyse translates the name as «die oberen/obersten Länder». Abaršahr’s center was at Nishapur 
(Markwart 1931: 12). Huyse (1999: bd. II, 28, anm. 64) erroneously identifies Abaršahr with 
achaemenid Haraiva (areia). W. b. Henning (1958: 95, n. 1) and Ph. Huyse (1999: bd. II: 131) 
do not see any link between Abrēnag and Abaršahr. The term was formed after the designation 
*Apar-na (Abrēnag), sharing its twofold meaning, i. e. «upper», and «distant». The greek variant 
of the inscription provides the phrase τὰ ἀνωτάτω ἔθνη, which echoes the Seleucid term ἄνω 
σατραπεῖαι, i. e. the «upper satrapies» (Huyse [1999: bd. II, 29] sees here a reminiscence of the Se-
leucid use). The term «upper satrapies» referred in the Hellenistic period to the lands located east 
of the Euphrates River (or east of the Tigris River), in the highlands of Iran and bactria. It may be 
a rendition of an ancient Persian term (see, for example: Diod. 18.3.3; 20.47.5; app. Syr. 57; Strabo 
15.2.1). Crucial is the greek word ἄνω denoting «upper»; however, it also had the meanings «dis-
tant», and «easternmost» or «northernmost» (as viewed from babylonia or Northern Syria as the 
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focal imperial areas of the Seleucids), depending on the perspective (for Abaršahr as «the Upper/
Eastern Country» see Лившиц 2014: 73).

Abaršahr appears among the early Sasanian provinces in the ŠKZ inscription that provides 
a list of the lands ruled by Shahpur I (242–271). The list entails Persis, Parthia, several countries 
from Khuzestan to armenia, the gates of alania, «all of the mountain range of Pareshwar, Media, 
gorgān/Hyrkania, Marw (Merv), areia (Haraiwa), and all of abaršahr, Kerman, Sistan, Turan 
(…)». Clearly, the term Abaršahr refers to the region of Khorasan, located between gorgān, areia, 
Media, and Marw; it is preceded by the term hmk (Parthian) / hmky (Middle Persian), i. e. «all of», 
indicating that it consists of different subregions and tribes. The term «Parthia» (Middle Persian 
plswby, mpI2; Parthian [pr]tw, paI1) is not used here for Khorasan as it appears at the very begin-
ning of the inscription as part of the general designation for the early Sasanian Empire, includ-
ing its most important components, i. e. Persis and Parthia; alternatively it may refer generally to 
Northern Iran, including Parthia proper, greater Media, or Media atropatene as the power base 
of the western arsacids, contrary to Persis (Fars). a similar, but not identical, view about the 
meaning of «Parthia» presents M. ghodrat-Dizaji (2016). greater Media, Media atropatene and 
armenia, in addition to Parthia proper, formed the core of the arsacid empire since vologases I 
(aD 50–79).

Significantly, the term Abaršahr appears in place of the older name Abrēnag in the Sasanian 
inscriptions. Initially, Abaršahr meant «not the Upper Country but the Country of the Aparnak, 
i. e., the aparnoi» (so rightly in Markwart 1931: 52, but this is wrongly rejected by Lecoq 1987). 
W. Eilers (1954: 373) accepts Markwart’s proposal and points to a second meaning for Abaršahr, 
viz. «Oberland» (after Marquart 1901: 74). In the early Sasanian period, when the power of the 
arsacid Parthians and aparnoi in Khorasan was declining, the term Abaršahr began to be under-
stood as the «Upper» or «Eastern» country from a Persian point of view. W. Eilers (1954: 373–374) 
ascribes to Abaršahr/Aparšahr two meanings, i. e. «Upper Land» («Oberland, Hochland»), and the 
«Land of the aparnoi» (das «Land der aparner»).

additional evidence pointing to a significant role of the aparnoi in the arsacid period is pro-
vided by the Bundahishn in what Sām gave to Dastān the province of Sagistān (Sagān-sēh) and the 
«region of the South». Furthermore, Sām «gave the landlordship of Aparšahr to aparnak (Bun-
dahishn XXXv 43–44; anklesaria 1956: 299; see Markwart 1931: 52, § 15). Aparšahr is said to be 
Aparnak-šahr (the country of the aparnak)». Sām distributed four other regions to his children, 
namely Ray, Parišxvar (Tabaristan), Isfahan, and asorestan (Bundahishn XXXv 42–50; ankle-
saria 1956: 299–300). This tradition reflects a special role of the aparnoi in arsacid Parthia and 
highlights their dominance in Khorasan/abaršahr. besides, the account suggests an association 
between the Sakai of Sakastan and the aparnoi. a similar tradition is transmited by al-Ṭabarī, who 
names Abarnag as the father of Narīmān, i. e. Sāma Kresāspa (al-Ṭabarī [ed. De goeje. Leiden, 
1879]: vol. I, 598; see Christensen 1931: 131, n. 2; Shahbazi 1994: 162, n. 109). Quite apart from 
possible legendary elements, the quoted evidence suggests that the aparnoi were a strong political 
entity within the arsacid Empire. The relationship between the aparnoi and the Sakai, dating back 
to the period of their neighborhood in the steppes, may be historic in general terms. Moreover, 
this legendary relationship may refer to the special role of the Sūrēn clan, originating from the 
Dahai, in Sakastān from the 2nd century bC.

To recapitulate, the notion of Abaršahr, attested to in the ŠKZ, arose from the designation 
Aparna and included a twofold meaning, first the aparnian land and, second, a country situated 
in the eastern fringes of the Sasanian Empire. The arsacid aparnoi must have had a major politi-
cal center, a principality, within Khorasan, probably in the Sumbar valley or in the middle atrak 
valley. In Islamic times, Abaršahr was perceived as the ancient name of the city of Nishāpur, which 
was the capital of one of the parts of greater Khorasan.
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АПАРНы В иСТОРии АРШАКиДОВ

М. я. Ольбрыхт
Жешувский университет, Жешув, Польша

Ключевые слова: апарны, дахи, Парфия, Страбон, Абаршахр, Иран.
В ранней истории Аршакидов особую роль играл кочевой народ апарнов (парф. *Aparna), 

входивший в состав дахской племенной конфедерации. Только два классических автора зна-
ют об апарнах в Средней Азии — Страбон и Птолемей. У апарнов аршакидского периода в 
пределах Хорасана был крупный политический центр. Понятие «Абаршахр», подтвержденное 
надписью Шапура I (ŠKZ), происходит от названия *Aparna и включает в себя двойное значе-
ние: во-первых, территория апарнов; во-вторых, страна на восточной окраине Сасанидской 
империи.
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Археологический контекст. В рамках программы «Археологические и письменные па-

мятники государства Кангюй (Канцзюй) II в. до н. э. — Iv в. н. э.» продолжаются исследо-
вания эталонных памятников арысской культуры Южного Казахстана (Podushkin 2013), 
включая опорное городище Культобе, новое крупное городище Ушбастобе, а также ката-
комбные могильники Культобе и Кылышжар. В результате получены полноценные ком-
плексы, позволяющие дополнить информацию о государстве Кангюй, его роли в эконо-
мической, этно-социальной и политической истории региона Центральной Азии, а также 
его участия в миграционных процессах и международных контактах на северной ветви 
Великого Шелкового пути (Подушкин 2015).

В этом плане представляет интерес материал из городища Ушбастобе, который вклю-
чает: керамический комплекс (сотни сосудов различного функционального назначения), 
земледельческие орудия труда из камня, металла, кости (зернотерки и песты, жернова; сер-
пы с костяными ручками), оружие (железные наконечники стрел, костяные накладки на 
сложно-составной лук), украшения и предметы быта (сурьматаши, железные ножи, иглы; 
рис. 1, 1–13). Отметим прочерченные на сосудах и объемно вылепленные антропоморф-
ные, зооморфные изображения, а также многочисленные тамгообразные кангюйско-сар-
матские знаки на керамике (рис. 1, 1). 

Выделяются и катакомбные археологические комплексы: качественная керамика мест-
ного производства, полные комплекты дистанционного (лук, стрелы) и клинкового (мечи, 
кинжалы, боевые ножи) вооружения, украшения (наборные ожерелья, браслеты из бус  
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